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Ado. In brief, I take these three dark comedies to he mis-
tcadingly named; I take them to be predecessors and not
successors of the three comedies in which Shakespeare's comic
triumph is most manifest.

The situation is not, as it might seem, merely a matter
of actual chronology. For one thing, Oroce has taught us
to beware of confusion between the sequences of biographical
occurrences, and the ideal chronology of the artist's growth.
Moreover, it appears to be generally agreed thut no specific date
can be allotted to the three dark comedies, since of all of them
it is claimed that there is evidence of very considerable revision
stretching over a fairly considerable measure of time. But even
if it were merely a matter of historical chronology, there is in
fact no more solid evidence for placing the dark comedies in
the order commonly assigned to them than in that which I
suggest If we knew exactly when Shakespeare first took up
and then finished this or that play, all attempts to explain the
plays in relation to Shakespeare's artistic development would
have to take account of such evidence as primary. But the
dating of the dark comedies is, within limits u$ serviceable to
my arguments as to any other, largely a matter of conjecture.
Moreover, the trend of that conjecture has Keen mainly
determined by the view that these plays arc the expression of
a mood of cynical despair.

First, then, let us enquire into this alleged cynicism. Let us
glance at the three plays, not, for the moment,, to endeavour to
assess their comprehensive significance, but merely to see if
there be in them anything incompatible with the assumption
that at the time of writing them, their author was obsessed with
a sense of life's futility. Turn to Measure for Mwsurf. At
first glance, here is enough of nastincss to justify any view of
the author's despair. Its very setting is a hot*bed of immor-
ality; Vienna and its suburbs stink. Lucia and Froth, Pompey
and Mistress Overdone arc its sewage. Their talk is a scurvy
bawdry, their jests are mere syphilitic hysteria* And above
them is a Duke who lacks the back-bone to govern, and a